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A New Reading of a Classic: Taro Yashima’s
Crow Boy, Japanese Eugenics, and Autism
Robert Rozema, Ought Co-Editor

T

aro Yashima (1908-1994) is the pseudonym of Jun Atsushi Iwamatsu,
a Japanese artist, writer, and political dissident who immigrated to
America with his wife, Tomoe, in 1939. After settling in New York
City, Yashima published two graphic memoirs of his experiences in pre-war
imperial Japan: The New Sun (1943) and Horizon is Calling (1947). Although
these autobiographix explicitly criticized the imperialist regime of Showa
Japan, they sold poorly in America, where anti-Japanese sentiment was still
strong. Yashima gained later success, however, as an author and illustrator
of children’s stories. His most popular book, Crow Boy (1955), was rightly
received as a charming tale about accepting difference. As this essay
argues, the book was also a remarkably accurate, prototypical depiction of
an autistic schoolboy when no such literary representations existed. Crow
Boy is also a profoundly political work whose message is revealed when the
book is cast into relief against Yashima’s two comic autobiographies, both of
which satirized Japanese militarism and imperialism, and by extension, the
eugenicist thinking that underpinned, justified, and propelled them. In fact,
Crow Boy can be read as an indictment of the pseudoscience that propped
up Japanese national identity in the twentieth century, and particularly in the
Showa era, which began in 1926. In this period, Japanese eugenic theory had
two chief ends: to promote the reproduction of the ideal Japanese citizen for
the betterment of New Japan, and, as a more sinister corollary, to eradicate
those individuals with physical, mental, and neurodevelopmental disabilities
who purportedly threatened the success of the nation. In challenging
both objectives, Crow Boy is less a discontinuation of Yashima’s political
autobiographix than a morally imaginative subversion of Japanese eugenicist
ideology, framed as a children’s story about a poor, autistic village boy.

The Autobiographix of Taro Yashima
In the spring of 1935, Yashima and his wife were arrested by the tokkoka,
or the Japanese secret police, a civilian force tasked with stamping out
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subversive ideologies, particularly communism (Mizuki, 2015). Eventually
released after signing false confessions, the Yashimas sought asylum in
America, leaving their six-year-old son, Mako, in the care of his maternal
grandparents. In New York City, the Yashimas lived in poverty for several
years before both were hired by the United States Office of War Information
(OWI) and, later, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), where they assisted
in anti-Japanese propaganda efforts. Taro Yashima also served the OSS on
overseas intelligence missions. These basic facts of the Yashimas’ story have
been recorded in recent biographical scholarship (Robinson and Matsumoto,
2020; Shibusawa, 2008) in profiles of popular magazines of the era (Direction
Magazine, 1944; Scene: The International East-West Magazine, 1953), and
most significantly, in the two book-length autobiographix published by Taro
Yashima himself: The New Sun and its sequel, Horizon is Calling.
Published four years apart, Yashima’s autobiographix are similar in form
and explicitly political in purpose. Each book is divided into 15-16 short
chapters. Each chapter, correspondingly, consists of 10-20 pages of single,
pen-and-ink illustrations drawn in chiaroscuro style and accompanied by a
short caption (English in The New Sun; English and Japanese in Horizon is
Calling). Illustrations include domestic scenes, landscapes, and portraits of
workers, friends, and fellow artists that allow the narrative to unfold page
by page rather than panel by panel, a form also used by the Japanese artist
Miné Okubo in her work Citizen 13660 (1966). Yashima’s autobiographix are
also overtly political in subject and purpose. Covering the years 1933 to 1939,
they tell how the Yashimas, then expecting a child and living in Tokyo, are
detained and tortured for being involved in leftist causes, for publishing
comic strips and editorial cartoons in underground magazines, and for
putting on art exhibitions with fellow dissidents (The New Sun, pp.165-166;
Shibusawa, 2008). The Yashimas also joined the leftist Japanese Proletarian
Artists’ League and were arrested ten times in this period (Robinson &
Matsumoto, 2020).
It is not surprising then, that a large portion of the first volume, The New Sun,
occurs inside the confines of the tokkoka prison near Tokyo, where Yashima
was crammed with up to fifteen others in a 6 x 6 cell for approximately
six months. Many of its images, accordingly, are of the dark interior of the
cell, the page saturated by black ink, light leaking in through the bars. Even
Yashima’s life before imprisonment is seen through this dark prism: when his
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Figure 1

Original caption: On the neck of a Korean boy who was dumped into our cell
were five cigarette burns. (The New Sun, p. 39).

captors demand a written confession, he instead produces the story of his
own life until that point, and this story-within-a-story becomes a major
portion of the memoir. The overall effect is that Yashima’s childhood and
young adulthood are framed by his experience as a political prisoner.
In part four of The New Sun, “Guards and Prisoners,” Yashima includes
portraits of many of his fellow political prisoners, including a labor leader (p.
66), an underground worker (p. 67), a petty thief (p.61 ), and, most pertinent
to the discussion of race hygiene, at least two Koreans: one a smiling boy
imprisoned for political dissent (p. 65), the other a male garbage collector
accused of theft (p. 62). The identity of a possible third Korean prisoner,
the boy “dumped into our cell” with cigarette burns on his neck (Figure 1,
p. 39) is unclear. He may be the political prisoner or yet another Korean
boy whom Yashima later reports suffered “miserable nightmares” (p. 234).
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Regardless, the presence of Korean prisoners in the tokkoka jail is telling.
After Japan annexed the Korean peninsula in 1910, migration to Japan
increased, hitting its peak of over 400,000 native Koreans living in Japan by
the mid 1930s (Moon, 2010). Most of these immigrants took jobs as manual
laborers and were considered second-class citizens. As Robertson (2002)
explains, Japanese eugenics propaganda discouraged intermarriage with
Korean immigrants, who would pollute the bloodline. So, while the Korean
cellmates of Taro Yashima may not have been jailed for being Korean, their
imprisonment is founded on the racist assumptions and practices that
informed Japanese expansion.
Horizon is Calling, the second volume of Yashima’s autobiographix, renews
Yashima’s attack on Japanese imperialism. It begins in the winter of 1935,
after the Yashimas have returned home from their harrowing months in
the tokkoka prison. Initially, the illustrations are idyllic–peaceful still lifes,
admiring portraits of acquaintances, and serene land-and-sea-scapes. But
as Japan’s militaristic government launches a full-scale invasion of China in
1937 and brutally suppresses dissent at home, the episodes fill with images of
anxiety and fear. When Japan converts to a war-time economy, Mitsu’s father,
formerly a factory executive, loses his shipyard. One drawing in Horizon is
Calling satirizes two major Japanese companies that profited, respectively,
from their production of fighter jets (Mitsubishi) and by selling tainted
products to Chinese consumers (Mitse). “These people,” the caption reads,
“were the inhuman creatures who did not care if the children of others were
barbecued for the realization of their own success” (p. 140).
Yashima also sees his small group of friends, artists, and intellectuals drafted
and sent to the front to fight, including a childhood companion, Kyoshi,
as well as a former teacher, Mr. Isobe, who is killed in action in China. The
government has also recruited more tokkoka from civilian ranks, fomenting
distrust between neighbors and relatives. Yashima recalls that “members of
our nourishment and rest group were called by the army one after another”
(Horizon is Calling, p. 205) and is despondent at the prospect of being
conscripted himself (Matsumoto, 2020). Near the end of the volume, Yashima
portrays Wheatfield with Crows by Van Gogh, commonly believed to be his
last painting completed prior to his suicide. Reproducing the painting in
small scale, Yashima feels that the crows seemed to “beckon him” (p.259) to
share the same fate as his artistic idol. The volume does end more hopefully,
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however, as the Yashimas decide to come to America–the “calling horizon” of
the next book’s title.
If Yashima’s two graphic memoirs are principally political texts, then their
commercial failure in America can also be explained in political terms. As
Shibusawa (2008) notes, few Americans were interested in a sympathetic
portrayal of the Japanese during or in the immediate aftermath of World
War II, when anti-Japanese sentiment was at its height. With The New
Sun, Yashima had hoped to convince American readers that Japanese were
“not all wild monkeys,” according to an interview (as cited by Robinson &
Matsumoto, 2020), an effort to humanize them even as Allied war-time
propaganda and popular rhetoric did the opposite. In the bilingual Horizon
is Calling, Yashima’s reach extended to non-English speaking Japanese
immigrants, many of whom had been forced into internment camps during
the war. Japanese readers of both works, Shibusawa (2008) also observes,
could realize it was possible to love Japan while hating what it had become.
Most importantly, both autobiographix showed that even recent Japanese
immigrants could be loyal American citizens.
Proving the loyalty of Japanese Americans was also the raison d’etre for the
Pacific Citizen, an English-language newspaper for Japanese readers to which
Yashima contributed multiple editorial cartoons between 1943 and 1945.
Unlike other American cartoonists of the day (e.g., Dr. Seuss), Yashima never
depicted the Japanese in highly racialized or animalized fashion, though he
sometimes caricatured General Tojo as emaciated or sickly. The newspaper
also worked hard to promote Yashima’s The New Sun as a pro-democracy
story: at the time of its publication, a Pacific Citizen review claimed that the
“strongest point of the book is the realization it will bring to nisei [Americanborn Japanese] and all Americans that a democratic movement does exist
in Japan and that no amount of sadistic torture can quell it entirely” (Tajari,
1943, p.5).
Despite this message, despite the vigorous advocacy of the newspaper and
Yashima’s publisher (Henry Holt), and despite Yashima’s own service in
the U.S. war effort, The New Sun and Horizon is Calling both failed to sell.
As Henry Holt explained in a remarkably candid editorial in the Saturday
Evening Review, “The trouble was that Taro Yashima is Japanese” (as cited by
Shibusawa, 2008; Tajari, 1945).
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Crow Boy and Autism
Given the commercial failures of his autobiographix, it can be tempting to see
the next phase of Taro Yashima’s career as a strategic retreat from politics
into the safer territory of children’s literature. To some degree, this assessment is true: Yashima began publishing children’s books in 1948, immediately
on the heels of Horizon is Calling’s underwhelming American sales. For the
next twenty years, Yashima and his wife, Mitsu, published or co-published
nine children’s stories. These works were illustrated by Taro, who favored
colored pencils, crayon, and tempera for the bright, vivid images.
Crow Boy (1955), published by Viking Press, is based on Yashima’s childhood
in rural Japan, as are three other books during this period. It tells the story
of a young Japanese schoolboy nicknamed “Chibi” by his classmates for his
small stature. At school, Chibi behaves oddly: he is fascinated by insects,
stares intently at the wood grain in his desk, looks out the window for long
stretches, and even hides in the small dark space under the school building.
All of this makes him a target for his classmates, who tease and ostracize
him—not just for a day or two, but for five long years, as the complicit
teacher looks on. Then one day, a new teacher named Mr. Isobe arrives, and
he begins to draw Chibi out of his shell. He hangs up Chibi’s drawings, spends
time talking to him, and most significantly, invites him to perform in the
school talent show. Here, Chibi astounds a group of parents, teachers, and
classmates by perfectly imitating crow calls–calls he has heard every day on
his long walk to school from his mountainside village. The audience members
are ashamed at their past treatment of Chibi, whose performance gains him
a new nickname, ”Crow Boy.” The story ends with Crow Boy graduating and
starting to work with his family’s business.
Crow Boy won praise for both its illustrations and its storyline. A New York
Times review called Crow Boy “a gentle reminder that children are much the
same everywhere” (Clark, 1955), and a San Francisco Chronicle (1955) noted
that the “simple and meaningful” story introduces readers to a “strange,
shy little boy in a typical Japanese country school” (p.93). Over the next two
decades, the picture book also began to appear, sporadically, in educational
scholarship, sometimes recommended as a carefully crafted and well-loved
work worth teaching (Smith; 1957, Renthal, 1962; Ward, 1962; Wald, 1975) and
less commonly, as an example of a story featuring Japanese or “minority”
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characters (Buriss, 1966; Berstein, 1972, 1973). To my knowledge, the first
scholars to discuss Crow Boy as a story about autism were Prater and Dyches
(2006), who cite the book in their evaluation of 25 award-winning picture and
chapter books portraying disabilities. Noting that Chibi is “a young boy who
has many characteristics of autism” (p.35), Prater and Dyches suggest that
Crow Boy meets their evaluative criteria of literary quality, illustrative quality,
and most significantly, faithful representation of characters with disabilities.
In this last category, two of Prater and Dyches’ evaluative descriptors seem
especially applicable to Crow Boy: “(a) accurate portrayal of the disability; (b)
exemplary practices (e.g., characters are contributors in inclusive settings,
with an emphasis on acceptance rather than on rejection and on similarities
rather than on differences)” (p.32).
Prater and Dyches’ recognition that Crow Boy is about an autistic child
specifically, and not just an odd or socially awkward schoolboy, makes the
story more complex and much, much more politically subversive, especially
given Yashima’s autobiographix. To explain how, it is first necessary to detail
the “many characteristics of autism” that Prater and Dyches noticed. There
are multiple signifiers of autism throughout the story: Chibi’s fascination
with insects is likely a special interest; she spends hours staring at the wood
grain in his desk, the ceiling, or a patch of cloth on a classmate’s shirt, all
symptoms that his parts-to-whole processing is underdeveloped; he likes to
hide in the small, dark space under the school, a sensory-avoiding behavior.
Moreover, he has no friends at school, is bullied frequently, and spends
the day alone, signs of his social difficulties. He has messy handwriting, an
indicator of a graphomotor disorder that often accompanies autism, and
he eats the same lunch and wears the same clothing every day–proof of his
poverty, no doubt, but also evidence of autistic ritual, a self-restricted diet,
and tactile sensitivity. Finally, at no time in Crow Boy is Chibi shown talking:
his only vocal utterances are the crow noises he makes at the talent show. A
modern psychiatric diagnosis would likely categorize Chibi as autistic—and
possibly non-verbal. This assessment has been reiterated online, where Crow
Boy is frequently included in curated lists of children’s books about autism
(e.g., Bookriot, 2021; Children’s Lit Love, 2020).
It is impossible to determine how much Taro Yashima knew about autism in
1955, by which time he was living in Los Angeles with his family. Teruyama
(2014) reports that the first known case of autism in Japan was documented
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Figure 2

Graduation Photo of Tomizo, the “main model” for Chibi, c. 1919. Image
from Taro Yashima’s Golden Village (Johnson, 1971).
in 1950 by Sumi Taeko, a psychiatrist at Nagoya University. This case, and
the attention it brought to autism, along with a high-profile visit by Hans
Asperger in 1965, may have made awareness of autism more prominent
in Japan than other countries (Feinstein, 2011). Whether Yashima read
or heard about autism in Japan or in America and then wrote Crow Boy
remains anyone’s guess. More likely, Yashima remembered a boy he knew
from his village school and constructed Crow Boy from these memories.
Indeed, behaviors that today seem germanely autistic, such as Chibi’s
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sensory avoidances, were not yet part of the diagnostic process or clinical
criteria of the 1950s. This does not mean, however, that Crow Boy’s focus on
neurodivergence is any less deliberate or any less political. Far from it. The
story, with its autistic protagonist and his accommodating teacher, in fact,
constitutes a subversive counter-narrative that undermines the eugenicist
ideology of pre-war Japan.
Figure 3

Mr. Isobe in Crow Boy (1955) and Horizon is Calling (1947)
Support for this claim begins by setting Crow Boy in an actual time and place.
Fortunately, like others of Yashima’s children’s stories (The Village Tree, Plenty
to Watch, and Seashore Story (1967), Crow Boy is autobiographical (Johnson,
1971). These stories all featured his boyhood village, including his school.
Village schools shown in Plenty to Watch and Crow Boy were commonplace
in Japanese prefectures such as Kagoshima, where Yashima was born in 1908,
the same year that six years of public primary school were made compulsory
in Japan.
The autobiographical nature of Yashima’s books are further underscored by
the 1971 documentary Taro Yashima’s Golden Village, which follows the author
as he returns to his boyhood village. In the film, Taro seeks out his grammar
school classmates, including a boy who serves as the model for Chibi in
Crow Boy, the peasant named Tomizo (see Figure 2). Hoping for a reunion,
Taro tracks down Tomizo in his village, and the film comes tantalizingly
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close to showing their reunion, until Tomizo turns down his visitor at the
last moment. “Of course,” Taro says of his near miss, “he didn’t know I had
published Crow Boy, favoring him as my childhood friend.”
A less direct piece of autobiographical evidence is the teacher Mr. Isobe, to
whom the book is dedicated. Isobe is likely a combination of two of Yashima’s
actual teachers, Takeo Isonaga and Miyoshi Ueda (Pulvers, 2011; Johnson,
1971). Mr. Isobe also appears in Horizon is Calling, where, as the side-by-side
comparison in Figure 3 shows, he is represented in strikingly similar ways,
though Yashima draws himself as the listening student in the Horizon is
Calling. Moreover, both versions of Mr. Isobe share progressive teaching
methods, bringing students outside to observe nature, cherishing student
work, and involving community members in school matters. Notably, neither
work shows Mr. Isobe teaching any content remotely related to Japanese
nationalism, though this kind of ideology-infused educational curriculum was
mandated in pre-war Japan.

Eugenics in Pre-War Japan
If Crow Boy recounts Yashima’s primary school years, then the events of the
book occurred between c. 1913 and 1919. The establishment of this timeline
is critical, if imprecise, because it connects the story to the “prewar heyday
of eugenic ideology [that] coincided with the period of imperial Japan’s
modernization,” according to Otsubo and Bartholome (1998, p. 549). The
historical development of eugenics in Japan has been examined at length
by recent scholarship, including Otsubo and Bartholome (1998), Robertson
(2002; 2010), and Teruyama (2014). In their introduction to The Oxford
Handbook of the History of Eugenics (2010), Bashford and Levine note that all
national eugenics movements seek to control how citizens procreate:
Eugenic practice sometimes aimed to prevent life (sterilization,
contraception, segregation, abortion in some instances); it aimed
to bring about fitter life (environmental reforms, puériculture [child
rearing] focused on the training and rearing of children, public
health); it aimed to generate more life (pronatalist interventions,
treatment of infertility, “eutelegenesis” [trait selection through artificial
insemination]). And at its most extreme, it ended life (the so-called
euthanasia of the disabled, the non-treatment of neonates). Eugenics
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always had an evaluative logic [my emphasis] at its core. Some human
life was of more value--to the state, the nation, the race, future
generations—than other human life, and thus its advocates sought to
implement these practices differentially.
The “evaluative logic” of Japanese eugenics was never as sinister as its “life
unworthy of life” ideological counterpart in Nazi Germany, which eliminated
the physically and mentally disabled through Aktion T4, among other
measures. In Austria, Hans Asperger, formerly revered as founding father
of autism research, sent multiple autistic children to their deaths at the
notorious Am Spiegelgrund institution (Scheffer 2018; Czech, 2018).
A comprehensive treatment of eugenics in Japan is beyond the scope of
this essay, but the terms negative eugenics and positive eugenics, drawn
from research in the field, are particularly helpful in analyzing Crow Boy’s
anti-eugenics message. Positive eugenics, in a Japanese context, promoted
the reproduction of healthy citizens and was implemented through popular
media, educational practices, and national policies that encouraged and
enabled fit Japanese people to procreate, especially those of the desired
Yamato lineage (Otsubo & Bartholomew, 1998). Collectively, these citizens
would form the New Japan to compete with the West. Negative eugenics, in
contrast, sought to prevent the proliferation of unfit stock through abortion,
sterilization, or other means. This group included the mentally ill and the
physically disabled, as well as criminals, alcoholics, and individuals with nonheteronormative sexual orientations or gender identities (Robertson, 2002).
In Japan, the National Eugenics Law of 1940 codified the national interest in
race betterment. By this time, there were multiple organizations such as the
Race Hygiene Society, established in 1930, and a number of academic journals
devoted to eugenics. The law’s main purpose, according to Robertson, can be
understood as an effort to enforce negative eugenics, chiefly by mandating
the sterilization of those deemed unfit, particularly those with genetically
inherited diseases. While the resulting number of sterilized people was quite
small–some 243 females and 192 males between 1941-1945 were involuntarily
sterilized, according to Robertson—the subsequent 1948 Eugenics Protection
Law was far more consequential. Article 4 of this law allowed physicians to
sterilize individuals without their consent, for the public good if they suffered
from illnesses such as schizophrenia, bi-polar disorder, epilepsy, abnormal
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sexual desire, criminal inclination, Huntington’s disease, muscular dystrophy,
albinism, deafness, or other so-called hereditary conditions.
Physicians also had license to sterilize individuals for “psychosis or mental
deficiency” if they obtained parental permission. Under the auspices of this
law, some 16,500 men, women, and children were sterilized between 1948
and 1996, when the law was finally abolished (Tsuchiya, 1997).
There can be little doubt that Chibi, the autistic schoolboy at the center of
Crow Boy, would have been deemed unfit by the standards of the Eugenics
Protection Act, still very much in operation in 1955, when Yashima, then
living in Los Angeles, wrote the story. We can also theorize that Yashima, who
was interested in Japanese politics and culture throughout his life in America,
remained attuned to the policies and practices of race hygiene in his native
country. In this context of ongoing, state-sponsored winnowing of the
mentally, physically, and neurologically disabled, Yashima remembered and
wrote about a strange boy he knew from his village school, a boy who seemed
of little use to anyone.
There is further evidence, too, that Crow Boy speaks back to Japanese
positive eugenics, or the propagation of physical ideals for Japanese men,
women, and children. “These people,” writes Robertson, “were the so-called
New Japanese, whose anthropomorphically ideal bodies would serve as
the caryatids of the expanding Japanese empire,” (2002, p. 195), one meant
to defeat the West. Even prior to the passage of national Eugenics laws,
Japanese newspapers, magazines, and traveling exhibitions promoted
eugenicist ideas, including the notion of the “eugenic marriage” that would
yield healthier, heavier, and taller offspring. Chibi’s small size is, in a pointed
contrast to such thinking, his defining attribute. His name means “small” and
“chibi” can be used as an insult to mean “person with dwarfism,” as Suzuki
(2016) explains. The children who torment him in his village school were no
doubt indoctrinated by the preferences and prejudices of Japanese eugenics
culture, well-established by that time. Importantly, too, the renaming of
Chibi to “Crow Boy” occurs as the denouement of the story, signaling his
acceptance by his peers.
The story tells us that Chibi lived in the hills, a long walk away from his
village school—a fact Taro reiterates in the Golden Village documentary. “The
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more their lives are poor,” Taro says as he walks over a narrow rope bridge,
“the farther their houses are from the lowland” (Johnson, 1971). Robertson
(2010) tells us that consanguineous marriages were particularly prevalent
in rural Japan, and that procreation between blood relatives–second
cousins or closer–was a major concern for Japanese eugenicists, who
established educational centers to discourage this practice. Given that 16
percent of all Japanese marriages were consanguineous in 1920, and that
this occurred most frequently in the rural villages like Nejime (Kimotsuki
District, Kagoshima) where Yashima was raised, it is worth speculating, at
least, that the autistic boy Yashima knew as Chibi was the product of such
a consanguineous marriage. There is, of course, a well-established link
between consanguinity and autism (Roy, Ghaziuddin, & Mohiuddin, 2020),
further supporting this theory.
Returning to the autobiographix, we can see further clues that Yashima
crafted Crow Boy as an explicitly anti-eugenics story. The flashback in The
New Suns tells us that Yashima’s father was a country doctor who kept
abreast on developments in his field, spending long hours reading “difficult
books on medicine,” which would have likely featured eugenics-based
science. Young Taro had access to the “interesting storehouse” of his father’s
bookshelf, and while he was fascinated by illustrated fables, it stands to
reason that the bookshelf also contained academic journals such as Jinsei
Der Mensch, founded in 1905, which frequently published research on the
dangers of inbreeding, particularly among rural village families (Robertson,
2002).
The publication of both The New Sun and Horizon is Calling occurred
between the passage of Japan’s two most prominent national eugenics laws
in 1940 and 1948. Yashima, by then living in the United States, pointed to the
ideological origins of these laws in Horizon is Calling. In a scathing chapter
titled “The Theory of the Holy War,” Yashima includes three sequential pages
critiquing militarist propaganda, a kind of triptych which moves from racial
self-hatred of their “small, pale” bodies to animalizing white westerners, who
are “hairy, have smelly armpits, breed quintuplets.”
The irony here, as observed by Otsubu and Bartholomew (1998), is that the
concept of the racially inferior Asian was foundational to Western eugenics
philosophy, which Japan imported and embraced, ultimately turning the
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racial hierarchy system back on its enemies–not just Chinese and Koreans,
but white Americans and Europeans. Yashima recognized this irony, as the
sequence above makes clear. And a few short years after the publication of
Horizon is Calling, he wrote a counter-narrative: a children’s story about a
“small, pale, and poor” Japanese boy named Chibi, who embodied the very
undesirable physical and mental traits that Japanese eugenicist policies and
practices sought to eradicate. In telling Chibi’s story, Yashima also found the
perfect symbol for Chibi’s autism, the crow.

The Autistic Crow
Interpretations of the painting that Yashima portrayed in Horizon is Calling–
Van Gogh’s Wheatfield with Crows (1890)—commonly assume that the dark
black birds portend Van Gogh’s suicide (see Figure 4). This is the way Yashima
uses the painting in the narrative, as a kind of objective correlative to his
own despair over the war. This conventional understanding of the painting
assumes the crows themselves symbolize death, as they often do in western
myth and culture. But other scholars note that Van Gogh was fascinated by
birds, birdsong, and especially nests, which he often gifted to other artists
for still life study. Van Gogh’s letters reveal that he also likely read The Bird
(1856) an ornithological work by the French historian Jules Michelet (Grant,
2014; Guzzoni, 2020). Michelet’s more charitable description of the crow is
worth quoting at length:
They interest themselves in everything, and observe everything. The
ancients, who lived far more completely than ourselves in and with
nature, found it no small profit to follow, in a hundred obscure things
where human experience as yet affords no light, the directions of so
prudent and sage a bird. With due submission to the noble Raptores,
the crow, which frequently guides them, despite his “inky suit” and
uncouth visage, despite the coarseness of appetite imputed to him, is
not the less the superior genius of the great species of which he is, in
size, already a diminution. (p. 170)
The exceptional observational power of the crow (genus corvus; commonly
corvids), one aspect of its “superior genius,” has been well-documented by
contemporary ornithologists such as John Marzluff and Tony Angell (2013).
Their studies of corvid behavior have demonstrated that crows can recognize
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Figure 4

Original caption: The crows, which beckoned Van Gogh to the hill where
he killed himself, seemed also to beckon me (Horizon is Calling, p. 259).
and remember human faces, pick out a single face from a large crowd, and
even pass down this knowledge to subsequent generations. In one study,
Marzluff and his research team captured seven crows on the University of
Washington campus while wearing frightening caveman masks. On each
return to the campus, they donned the masks and were consequently
scolded loudly by the crows–not just the original seven who associated the
masks with the trauma of being captured, but all of the crows on campus,
taught by the original subjects to be wary of the masked researchers. When
the researchers did not wear masks, however, the crows did not scold them.
A subsequent study showed that the offspring of the original crows also
scolded at the sight of the caveman masks, even when they left their home
environments, suggesting that the crows have a unique evolutionary capacity
to learn (Fleming, 2010).
The power of careful observation is also a theme of Yashima’s children’s
stories: indeed, the premise of Plenty to Watch (1954), a story co-authored
with Mitsu a year prior to Crow Boy, is that children can learn a great deal
just by paying attention as they walk home from school. Chibi, of course, is
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intensely observant, fascinated by the insects populating the schoolyard,
mesmerized by the views out the school window (one of which reveals a
group of four crows), and of course, attentive to the calls of the crows. In his
talent show performance, Chibi reproduces at least 7 of their more than 250
identified calls–including what ornithologists call a “private dialect” between
nurturing mother or father crows and newly hatched chicks, and the “public
dialect” for the community (Fleming, 2010)—in Crow Boy, the way crows
sound when they are “happy and gay” with their flock (p. 25). One call notably
absent from Chibi’s performance is the scold, or the harsh screech which
crows use when endangered, and which can also vary according to the kind
of predator. Applying Marzluff’s research to Crow Boy, then, it is likely that
Chibi did not present any threat to the Japanese jungle crows he saw on his
walk to and from school. Had he done so, he would have heard nothing but
scolding–not just once, but with each renewed encounter.
Instead, the communication between Chibi and the crows is reciprocal,
imitative, and arguably autistic, at least to a degree. All species of corvids
have impressive imitative ability, another cognitive ability that Michelet
recorded. Crows and other corvids can reproduce the songs of other birds,
and of course, they go beyond merely mimicking human speech to use it
purposefully, as in asking for a treat or a toy (Marzluff & Angell, 2013). The
non-verbal Chibi, in turn, imitates crows calls–at the school talent show,
when given an opportunity, but presumably also in conversation with the
crows he encounters on his walk. There is a kind of echolalia occurring,
perhaps even musical echolalia (Demaine, 2012), as Chibi literally echoes the
crows with astonishing accuracy.
What may be the most fitting about crow’s symbolism, however, is the way
it undermines eugenicist beliefs about controlling reproduction–beliefs that
had failed to create a fabled New Japanese citizenry but were nonetheless
alive and well in 1955 Japan. From an evolutionary perspective, crows are
living proof that genetic diversity is desirable, and ultimately, uncontrollable.
Garcia-Porta et al. (2022) found that crows, which have colonized every
continent except Antarctica, owe their successful global expansion to several
factors: their ability to disperse over long distances, their unique cognitive
capacities, and their adaptability to new, radically different environments.
The end result is “allopatric speciation,” or a wide variety of crow species—at
least 46, according to the study—each with specialized genetic profiles
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that allow them to thrive in their particular habitat. It is of course ironic
that empire-seeking nation states such as Japan and Germany sought to
reduce human genetic diversity, when they might have looked to the worlddominating crow. The modern neurodiversity movement’s defining analogy,
is in fact, to biodiversity. As Sonya Loftis explains, “ . . . the neurodiversity
paradigm argu[es] that variety in neurology is a normal part of human
diversity” (2015, p. 5).
Crow Boy is thus both a backward- and forward-looking story. Backwardlooking, as I have argued here, to the eugenicist, race hygiene politics
of imperial Japan and to Yashima’s overt criticism of them through his
autobiographix. But forward-looking, too, in its portrayal of Chibi, in its
admiration of an accommodating teacher, and in its celebration of the crow–
no longer the omen of death, but a new symbol of neurodiversity.
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